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Abstract 
The paper uses qualitative textual analysis to compare journalistic and academic accounts of 
child sexual abuse. There are seven main differences. Academic accounts suggest higher 
levels of neglect, emotional abuse, and physical abuse than sexual abuse in Australia, by 
contrast, journalistic accounts highlight sexual abuse. Academic accounts suggest that child 
sexual abuse in Australia is decreasing; journalistic accounts suggest that it is increasing. 
Academic accounts suggest that the majority of cases of child sexual abuse are perpetrated by 
family members; journalistic accounts focus on abuse by institutional figures (teachers, 
priests) or by strangers. Academic accounts have shown that innocent sexual play is a normal 
part of childhood development; journalistic accounts suggest that any sexual play is either a 
sign of abuse, or in itself constitutes sexual abuse. Academic accounts suggest that one of the 
best ways to prevent sexual abuse is for children to receive sex education; journalistic 
accounts suggest that children finding out about sex leads to sexual abuse. Academic 
accounts can gather data from the victims; journalistic accounts are excluded from doing so. 
Academic researchers talk to abusers in order to understand how child sexual abuse can be 
prevented; journalistic accounts exclude the voices of child sexual abusers. 
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Differences Between Journalistic and Academic Accounts 
of Child Sexual Abuse in Australia  
This paper reports on an analysis of journalistic and academic accounts of child sexual abuse.  
This study emerged as part of a larger project on promoting healthy sexual development in 
young people (McKee et al., 2009). As part of that larger project, a literature review was 
prepared surveying several decades of work on the sexual development of young people, 
including the impact of, and best ways to avoid, child sexual abuse. This literature review 
surprised the authors because of the lack of correlation between academic research on this 
topic on the one hand, and the way in which the area is represented in newspapers in 
Australia on the other.  
We therefore conducted an extensive textual analysis of the journalistic representation of 
child sexual abuse in Australia in order to compare it with academic representations of the 
area, hypothesising that there would be significant differences between the realms.  
The database Factiva was used to produce the dataset: every Australian newspaper article 
between the dates of 1 December 2007 and 27 December 2008 that employed the terms 
"child*" (ie, child, children, child's, children's), "sex*" (sex, sexuality, sexualisation) and 
"abuse*" (abuse, abuser, abusing). This produced 1,614 articles. These articles were then 
analysed by one of the authors to explore the following issues, which it was hypothesised 
from a reading of the academic literature in the area would be points of divergence between 
journalistic and academic accounts of child sexual abuse:  
• What was the definition of child sexual abuse that was employed? 
• What were presented as the causes of child sexual abuse? 
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• What voices were quoted in stories about child sexual abuse? 
• What other key themes emerged in the analysis? 
This analysis was conducted using qualitative textual analysis: 
When we perform textual analysis on a text we make an educated guess at some of the most 
likely interpretations that might be made of that text (McKee, 2003, p. 1). 
Qualitative textual analysis has both strengths and weaknesses in comparison with 
quantitative content analysis of media representations (McKee, 2003, p. 2-3). In its simplest 
terms, content analysis tends to have a greater reliability, while qualitative textual analysis 
tends to have a higher validity. Content analysis is at its most reliable when it counts the 
number of instances of objectively verifiable elements across media texts, for example, 
counting how often particular words appear. Such forms of content analysis offer very high 
rates of inter-coder reliability. However, these most reliable forms of analysis can also have 
the least validity, as they take no account of the way in which the context of, and audience 
for, these elements can change their meanings quite dramatically (for an example where such 
a reliable method lacked validity, see McKee, 2003, p. 129).  
As content analysis becomes less reliable it can become more valid. For example, in analysis 
of violence in television, or objectification of women in pornography, it is often not simple 
elements such as the presence or absence of particular words that are counted, but more 
complex and subjective elements such as the 'tone' or 'feeling' of a scene. This commonly 
leads to less reliability than is the case with the simple counting of words, but also leads to a 
greater attention to how such scenes will actually produce meaning when interpreted by real 
viewers. 
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Textual analysis is the least reliable, but the most valid, method for analysing the content of 
media texts. It relies on the expertise of the analyst, who must be familiar with the rules of the 
genre being studied, with the relevant intertexts, and with the audience for the text and their 
approaches to understanding them (McKee, 2003, p. 83-111). The researcher in the current 
study is trained in journalism, and is familiar with the rules of the genre, with Australian 
newspapers, and with the audiences for newspapers in the country. Individual researchers 
may not produce identical results, but to the extent to which they are familiar with these 
elements, the results they produce will be valid accounts of the likely interpretations that will 
be made of these texts by consumers. 
The analysis showed that there are important differences between journalistic and academic 
accounts of child sexual abuse in Australia.  
It is important to note that we are taking a poststructuralist approach in this paper. We do not 
see one account of child sexual abuse as the truth, and the other as mistaken. Rather, we 
accept that all forms of representation are partial. It is impossible to tell a story about the 
world that does not have some point of view. We have identified a number of ways in which 
journalistic and academic accounts of child sexual abuse diverge but this is not to say that the 
journalistic account is wrong and the academic account is true, or vice versa. Rather we are 
mapping here two distinct discourses, in the Foucauldian sense of a 'rule-governed group of 
statements' (Milner & Browitt, 2002, p. 229) associated with particular institutions 
(journalism and academia respectively). Each serves a particular function, and each has 
distinct rules for gathering, processing, and writing up information. See, for example, a recent 
story on drugs in Brisbane's Courier Mail. The journalist wanted to focus on the danger of 
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'party drugs', and did so by focusing on individual stories of heartbreak associated with their 
use. Introducing the story, he writes:  
FIVE community pillars have let down our youth with a not-in-my-backyard attitude to the 
flourishing illicit drug problem…. This conclusion owes nothing to statistics or voices from 
official corners (Ffynes-Clinton, 2009, p. 12) 
This is not presented as an apology. Rather, the fact that there are no statistics to back up the 
case is seen to make the story stronger. Similarly, in order to make the point that drug use is 
increasing, the paper did not look to historical data, but asked young non-experts on the 
streets of Brisbane if they thought that drug use was increasing 'these days'. Such an approach 
to epistemology is reasonable and defensible within journalism, but not within academia.  
There remains a question of how to approach these institutional differences. Simply to say 
that one is the truth and the other is wrong would not be a useful approach. It would not lead 
to dialogue between the two areas, because to insist that only one can be correct immediately 
establishes an adversarial relationship where there must be a winner and a loser. By contrast, 
if we accept that there can be different ways of telling stories, each with their own rules for 
evidence and argument, then we can propose dialogue between the institutions. This could 
prove to be mutually beneficial, as each learns from the others' strengths. Mapping out how 
journalism and academia represent child sexual abuse provides information that is useful for 
practitioners in both areas. It will be useful both for journalists who are interested in 
understanding what the academic research shows about child sexual abuse, and also for 
academics in the area who are interested in understanding about the kinds of stories that 
newspapers need to tell.  Academics might then be able to disseminate their findings more 
widely. 
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In reporting these results, we present empirical textual evidence from a number of newspaper 
stories in order to back up our analysis of the accounts of child sex abuse presented in 
journalistic and academic texts. We quote two kinds of data. The first are stories that are 
typically used to illustrate commonly recurring representations. The second are examples 
which are unusual, but particularly interesting in their approach to representing this issue. 
 
1. Academic research suggests higher levels of neglect, emotional abuse, and physical abuse 
than sexual abuse in Australia. Journalistic representations highlight sexual abuse. 
Academic research into child abuse focuses on four areas: neglect; emotional abuse; physical 
abuse; and sexual abuse. Statistically there are more cases of neglect, emotional abuse, and 
physical abuse than sexual abuse in every state and territory in Australia bar WA (where it is 
the third most common problem – Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2008, p. 24).  
And yet in journalistic coverage of the abuse of children, sexual abuse looms largest. We 
noticed a trend whereby any abuse of children is turned into a story about sexual abuse – even 
if there is no sexual abuse involved: 
A Queensland man has been charged for republishing on a video-sharing site a video of a man 
swinging a baby around like a rag doll…. The controversial three-minute video had already 
been published widely across the internet and shown on American TV news. The clip could still 
be found online yesterday…. The baby is laughing at the end of the clip, but the video has 
attracted criticism because of the vigorous way the man swings the baby by its arms…. His 
home was raided on November 30 by Queensland Police's Taskforce Argos, which specialises 
in combating child pornography and child sex groomers…. Illingworth said police had searched 
his home computer for child pornography but had found nothing (Moses, 2008, p. 10) 
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Similarly, a story on cyber bullying ends with the paragraph (unrelated to anything that has 
gone before):  
In June more than 120 Queenslanders were charged with downloading child pornography 
offences after one of Australia's largest stings. Simultaneous raids around the country led to 
hundreds more arrests (Miranda, 2008, p. 1)  
We can see a similar strategy in the coverage of a South Australian report into abuse of 
children in Indigenous communities. The report looked at neglect, emotional abuse, and 
physical abuse, as well as sexual abuse. And yet, from the reporting, the reader would get the 
impression that it was only about sexual abuse:  
Once again disturbing evidence of sexual abuse of indigenous children has been revealed, this 
time in South Australia … A 10-month inquiry revealed a distressing and sickening level of 
widespread sexual abuse of children that involved not only adults harming children, but children 
harming children ('Little children are sacred', 2008, p. 20) 
Another story leads with the line: 'Physical and sexual abuse is the number one issue facing 
young Tasmanians, new statistics show' (McKay, 2008, p. 17). The impression from this 
sentence is that young Tasmanians are facing high levels of physical and sexual abuse. Quite 
apart from the fact of collapsing these two distinct problems together (as suggested above, 
academic research suggests far more physical than sexual abuse in Australia), in order to 
allow sexual abuse to lead the story, it is notable that the actual story results from a survey 
about what young people are worried about – not what they have experienced in their own 
lives.  
Indeed, to such an extent does journalistic coverage think of child abuse as meaning only 
child sexual abuse that sometimes the terms are used as synonyms, with 'child abuse' used as 
Running Head:  DIFFERENCES BETWEEN JOURNALISTIC AND ACADEMIC 
ACCOUNTS OF CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE IN AUSTRALIA  9 
a synonym for 'sexual abuse' (for example, Miranda, 2008, p. 1), as though all child abuse is 
necessarily sexual. 
 
2. Academic accounts suggest that child sexual abuse in Australia is decreasing; journalistic 
representations suggest that it is increasing. 
Academic research suggests that rates of child sexual abuse in Australia are declining over the 
long term (Dunne et al., 2003). Journalistic representations insist that they are rising. Such 
stories tend not to rely on statistics but on anecdotal evidence to make claims such as 'the 
proportion of affected children [becoming sexual abusers because of exposure to the media] 
was rising' (Gough, 2007, p. 7). The language that is used is always of increases in abuse, 
growing danger and the latest 'disturbing trend' (Miranda, 2008, p. 1).  
In other cases, it is mentioned that reported rates of child sexual abuse are rising:  
The case has triggered impassioned debate over what is to be done about so-called sexualised 
intrusions on children, committed not by adults but by other youngsters. Such incidents are 
becoming increasingly common, according to Freda Briggs, one of the nation's top experts on 
child protection … [who] said the number of reports of sexual behaviour among children was 
rising across the country (Lower, 2008, p. 8) 
It should be noted that there are three possible explanations for an increase in reported rates of 
child sexual abuse by other children. The first is, as journalistic coverage assumes to be the 
case, that rates of child sexual abuse by children are rising. The second is that people are 
more willing to report child sexual abuse now than was the case in previous decades, when 
child abuse was systematically covered up or ignored ('Foul abuse', 2008, p. 22). The third is 
that behaviour that was previously regarded as normal playing ('doctors and nurses') is now 
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being reported as sexual abuse. (This final possibility is explored further below). It is of 
interest to note that when statistics suggest a lack of sexual abuse, news stories begin to 
consider issues of reporting, in a way that isn't the case when figures are increasing: 'That no 
one came forward about abuse in indigenous communities' concludes one story: 
was not evidence there was little or no sexual abuse - rather it was an indication of the 
difficulties of victims and survivors and their families in reporting abuse to authorities, the 
commissioner commented (Wiseman, 2008, p. 8; see also Akerman, 2008, p. 6) 
This approach is closer to an academic approach – asking how data should be interpreted. But 
this is not the approach taken in journalistic representations when dealing with statistics 
showing increased rates of reporting child sexual abuse. 
 
3. Academic accounts suggest that the majority of cases of child sexual abuse are perpetrated 
by family members; journalistic accounts focus on abuse by institutional figures (teachers, 
priests) or strangers.  
Academic research suggests that the majority of cases of child sexual abuse in developed 
countries are perpetrated by parents (26%) or another relative (29%) (Gilbert et al., 2008, p. 
8). By contrast, we found very few newspaper stories over this period referring to such cases 
of abuse ('Father's sick', 2008, p. 23). Journalistic accounts focus on abuse by two categories 
of people. The first of these are institutional figures such as teachers (McKenna, 2008; 
Murphy, 2008) and priests (Proudman, 2008). The way in which these stories were told 
created a sense that no institutional figures can be trusted, that every one could potentially be 
a child sexual offender. The second prominent category of abusers was strangers, such as 
strangers grooming children on the Internet for sexual abuse (Markson, 2008).  
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4. Academic accounts have shown that innocent sexual play is a normal part of childhood 
development; journalistic accounts suggest that any sexual play is either a sign of abuse, or 
in itself constitutes sexual abuse.  
As noted above, one possible reason for increased reporting of child sexual abuse by other 
children is that what was regarded in previous generations as normal innocent sexual play is 
now regarded as sexual abuse. Academic research from the 1920s onwards has shown that 
even from the very youngest age children have an innocent and playful approach to sexual 
exploration (see, for example, Levy, 1928; Hattendorf, 1932; Ramsey, 1943; Sears, Maccoby, 
& Levin, 1957; Newson & Newson, 1963).  
By contrast, in current journalistic coverage of child sexual abuse it is common for any sign 
of sexual playfulness by children to be taken either as evidence that the child has been 
sexually abused, or is itself defined as sexual abuse. 
The clearest example occurs in a story about an incident between two five year old boys at a 
school toilet. One had shown his penis to the other. This is described in the story as 'Dianne's 
son had been confronted improperly by a fellow five-year-old in a school toilet' (Lower, 
2008, p. 8): 
This week, it emerged that the school [the boy] attended had been the scene of 60 incidents of 
child sexualisation in the past three years, in which children imitated sex acts or attempted to 
perform a version of them on others. … These ranged from explicit swearing, to boys exposing 
themselves and performing a lewd form of 'pole dancing', to inappropriate touching or rubbing 
… (Lower, 2008, p. 8) 
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The question about the point at which behaviour becomes 'inappropriate' is an important one, 
and one that academic research spends much time trying to define (see, for example, FPQ, 
2006). But in newspaper stories it seems that there is no 'appropriate' form of innocent sexual 
play for children: Professor Freda Briggs, for example, is quoted as saying that: 'It's being 
dismissed wrongly as early exploration, early curiosity, early experimentation' (Lower, 2008, 
p. 8), refusing the possibility that exploration, curiosity, or experimentation are acceptable 
explanations for innocent sexual play. 
It is also the case that bullying behaviour is now understood differently. Bullying behaviour 
was tolerated in previous generations, and was not seen as sexual. Now it is not tolerated, and 
it is understood as being sexual. For example, a story that leads with the sentence: 'Children 
as young as six are being counselled for inappropriate sexual behaviour following a police 
investigation into abuse in schools', notes that 'cases that have been investigated involve a girl 
being "dacked" in a classroom by an older boy' ('School sex inquiry', 2008, p. 3). Being 
dacked is now regarded as a form of child sexual abuse by children. This is clearly very 
different from the position taken on such behaviour in previous generations. If every case of 
students being 'dacked' in previous generations had been reported as sexual abuse, we suspect 
that statistics would not be on the increase.  
We also know that in every generation a number of young people have started sexual 
behaviour before the legal age of consent. Once again, this is now taken as evidence of sexual 
abuse. A story notes that 'More than 170 Queensland children aged between 10 and 14 years 
contracted sexually transmitted diseases last year'. The response to this has been 'to 
investigate whether the children were victims of sexual abuse' (Odgers & Wenham, 2008, p. 
4).  
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We only found one story where the possibility of normal, innocent sexual play was 
mentioned, and this was only to deny that this was happening: '"I want to be clear we are not 
talking about normal behaviour - not doctors and nurses. It is quite serious and unacceptable 
behaviour," Dr Tucci said' (Gough, 2007, p. 7). We did not find a single newspaper story in 
the sample that gave an example of what is normal, healthy sexual exploration for children. 
 
5. Academic accounts suggest that one of the best ways to prevent sexual abuse is for children 
to receive sex education; journalistic accounts suggest that children finding out about sex 
leads to sexual abuse.  
Academic research suggests that 'In order to protect children from sexual abuse they need to 
know and understand sexuality at a developmentally appropriate level' (Sanderson, 2004, p. 
55). They must be taught that:  
While the genitals are a source of pleasure, others, especially much older children or adults, 
should not instigate touching these areas. This gives the child permission to claim its body as its 
own with the right to say "No" when it is touched by someone else (Sanderson, 2004, p. 61).  
By contrast, the voices quoted in the media consistently suggest that children should be kept 
ignorant about sexual matters, and that children finding out about sex leads to sexual abuse. 
For example, a story about children who become sexual abusers of other children states that 
'research has shown that many children with problem sexual behaviour had no history of 
abuse and appeared to be influenced by sexual imagery in the media' (Gough, 2007, p. 7). 
They had seen 'music videos' or read magazines like Ralph or FHM (Gough, 2007, p. 7). In 
another story on the same topic: 
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Professor Briggs attributed the sexualisation of children to 'a more highly explicit society than 
10 years ago … There's much more sex on television' (Lower, 2008, p. 8)  
The implication is that finding out about sex leads children to become sexual where they 
would not otherwise be:  
South Australian Education and Children's Services Department chief executive Chris Robinson 
… laid some of the blame for children's sexual behaviour at the feet of parents. 'I think young 
children today are exposed to a lot of material on DVDs, the internet and television which is 
inappropriate' (Lower, 2008, p. 8) 
In the academic paradigm, sexual education involves telling children about sex in an age-
appropriate way. In the journalistic paradigm, this is not mentioned. Indeed, we noticed a 
specific lack in journalistic writing, ignoring the issue of whether or not children should have 
sex education. 
 
6. Academic accounts gather data from the victims; journalistic accounts are excluded from 
doing so. 
Ethical issues make it difficult to gather data from victims while they are still children. 
Nevertheless, academic research aims to recover the perspective of victims, often by speaking 
to people over the age of consent about their memories ('retrospective studies'). This allows 
academics to gather data from the victims' point of view about child sexual abuse (Fleming, 
1997; Volgetanz, 1999; Dunne et al., 2003). 
Overwhelmingly, journalistic representations of child sexual abuse exclude the victims. Their 
voices had not been heard in the stories that we analysed. It is understandable that ethical 
issues render it difficult to include such voices in the stories. But we noticed that this 
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exclusion of the voices of children has become such a convention that, even when it would be 
possible to quote a young person's voice without ethical problems, this was not done:  
A 16-year-old Australian girl is teaching teen lingo to the world's police to help them catch sex 
predators online. Her surname is classified due to her work, but the ACT-based Year 11 student 
has been advising UK and Australian police on ways to catch online pedophiles. Rebecca's 
advice includes information on the hottest clothes, music and the art of online lingo … At the 
UK meeting of 140 teens from around the world, Rebecca was identified as the teenager with 
the most insight in ways to tackle the dangers online. She will present a Children and Young 
Person's Global Online Charter at a world anti-pedophile conference in Brazil next week 
(Markson, 2008, p. 31) 
The entire story runs without a single quotation from this international expert, whose training 
and public role would make it possible to interview her (without revealing her surname) for 
the story. 
We found only one story in the sample where a survivor of child abuse was quoted (Walker, 
2008, p. 1). In journalistic representations of child sexual abuse, we thus find ourselves in a 
situation where solutions and ideal situations are being discussed without any input from the 
people who are affected by it.  
 
7. Academic researchers talk to abusers in order to understand how child sexual abuse can 
be prevented; journalistic accounts exclude the voices of child sexual abusers. 
There exists a tradition of academic research attempting to understand how people become 
child sexual abusers by talking to abusers (see, for example, Sanderson, 2004, p. 55).  
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By contrast, the voices of abusers are excluded from newspaper coverage. In only one of the 
newspaper articles in the whole year did we find any inclusion of such a voice, and it was so 
short and generic that it couldn't reasonably be said to offer any insight into the causes of this 
problem: we found one story where a man who had distributed child pornography was quoted 
in court saying 'I'm sorry for what I did' (Mitchell, 2008, p. 22). With the voices of both the 
victims and the perpetrators routinely excluded from journalistic coverage of child sexual 
abuse, the space is filled by politicians ('Art ranters', 2008, p. 8); police officers (Wilson, 
2008, p. 7), judges ('Father's sick', 2008, p. 23), lawyers (Jones, 2007, p. 6) and academic 
experts (Dutney, 2008, p. 4).  
There was only one exceptional story in the sample that showed alternative possibilities for 
representation. Here, an abuser's wife talked about his perspective:  
She says: 'I just want you to imagine that you are a 15-year-old boy at school and that you have 
just discovered that you are sexually attracted to children. You would like to get some help. 
Would you put up your hand and ask for it? There are boys in school who know this about 
themselves. What do we teach them? That those men are beyond forgiveness … These men are 
victims too. Today's child-sex perpetrators are yesterday's victims of pedophiles. If we don't do 
something about today's victims, they will be tomorrow's perpetrators - not all, but some of 
them definitely will' (Kissane, 2008, p. 8) 
This story shows it would be possible to offer alternative representations within the 
journalistic discourse; its exceptional nature shows that such possibilities are not being taken 
up in newspaper coverage of child sexual abuse. 
 
Indigenous abuse 
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A final point of interest that emerged from our analysis was the distinctly different register in 
which Indigenous child sexual abuse was covered in newspaper stories. There is little of the 
expansion of sexual abuse noted above, where behaviour such as 'dacking' is included in 
definitions of sexual abuse. Rather, stories about Indigenous child sexual abuse tend to talk 
about rape or exploitative sexual relationships ('Little children', 2008, p. 20; Wiseman, 2008). 
In coverage of Indigenous sexual abuse in the Northern Territory, it is also the case that a 
wider range of causal issues is canvassed than for non-Indigenous children:  
Mr Mullighan (author of a report on abuse in Indigenous communities) painted a grotesque 
picture of societies out of control. The evidence pointed to children living in 'dysfunctional 
communities where there is considerable violence and fear, drug and alcohol abuse and a sense 
of hopelessness. There is considerable unemployment and physical and mental health issues' 
('Little children', 2008, p. 20) 
These stories demonstrated alternative possibilities for representations within journalistic 
discourse on this issue. But in our sample, these possibilities were not taken up in stories 
covering child sexual abuse in non-Indigenous communities. 
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Discussion 
As we explained at the start of this article, we are here taking a poststructuralist approach. We 
are not insisting that journalistic representations are correct and academic ones are wrong, or 
vice versa. We have mapped out a number of differences between academic and journalistic 
representations of child sexual abuse that can be explained through the different social 
purposes served by academia and journalism. It is not simply that academics are doing their 
research wrongly, nor that journalists are deliberately distorting the truth. Rather, the 
functions served by each institution shape the texts it produces.  
Social research in the academy is largely about identifying and managing problems, often 
with a focus on what institutionalised apparatuses of the state can do to address them. Social 
research is the big picture. By contrast, journalism features stories – usually emotionally 
engaging – about individuals. Academic writing can afford to be dry and bland; it's written 
for an audience of academics who will be reading it as part of their job. In a commercial 
system, journalistic writing must keep the interest of casual readers who will stop reading if a 
story fails to engage them. Each of these genres serves an important role in culture. This is 
why we have structured our research in this way.  
We think that most of the issues identified above can be explained through two broad 
differences between academia and journalism. The first is that outrage sells newspapers; but 
academic articles don't. The exclusion of the voices of perpetrators, the insistence that the 
problem is getting worse and the insistence that children are helpless innocents who must be 
protected from the world foster a sense of outrage. This creates clear 'good guys' and 'bad 
guys' for newspaper readers (Hartley, 1992, pp. 206-210).  
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The second can be found in the speed of production (Hartley, 2003). Academics attempting to 
explain social change often have the benefit of twenty-twenty hindsight, writing their articles 
only when history has begun the work of evaluating what has passed. Journalists in many 
ways have the harder job; they are facing the everyday messiness of life, dealing with a 
massive amount of information flowing from hundreds of different sources every day, and 
through that trying to work out what is going to become important, what is going to make a 
difference, and what will ultimately be remembered as being a defining point in the change of 
a culture. There's an old cliché from the northern hemisphere: 'one swallow doesn't makes a 
summer'. In journalism, one swallow often makes a summer. A single case will be tried out as 
an example, and claimed to represent a trend, in order to see if this then does indeed turn out 
to be the case. Journalism's job is to every day try out stories for size about what is happening 
in our culture, and see which ones prove to fit.  
Given that this is a case, is it even worthwhile to analyse the differences in the ways these 
institutions represent child sexual abuse?  We hope that it is, because we still hold out hope 
for the possibility of translation between institutions. This is a key point in this article: the 
possibility of dialogue. It's impossible to have a conversation with somebody if all you're 
going to do is tell them that they're wrong and stupid. That's never going to convince anyone 
to think about their practice. As Covey points out in that most postmodern of books, The 7 
Habits of Highly Effective People, the first step to communicating successfully with people is 
to try to understand how they see the world, so you can engage with their point of view rather 
than just dismissing it (Covey, 2004, pp. 24-29). There are clearly differences between 
academic and journalistic representations of child sexual abuse. Hopefully both sides, without 
rancour or accusation, can agree on this. The next question then becomes: can we usefully 
learn anything from such an understanding? Are there possibilities for 'cordialisation'? 
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(Hartley, 1999, p. 10) At the moment, there are limited forms of engagement between the 
individuals working in these institutions. Academics speak to journalists in circumscribed 
ways: academics in journalism studies tend to interview journalists in order to describe 
current practice, while academics in media studies commonly decry the practice of current 
journalism. Similarly, journalists draw on academic knowledge in limited ways, often having 
access to a limited group of familiar sources who give good soundbite and often match 
commonsense views on controversial topics. 
Are there ways in which the institutions of academia and journalism could engage with each 
other beyond these instances of individual communication and at a more structural level? Can 
academics and journalism evolve their practice in a way that would still suit their respective 
social functions, while also allowing for more agreement in this area? This is beyond the 
scope of this article. Now that this information is published, this is a discussion that 
journalists and academics must begin together.  
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